Ubiquitous pollution by n-hexane and reference biological levels in the general population.
n-Hexane levels were determined by gas chromatography and mass spectrometry in environmental air and in the alveolar air, blood and urine of a group of subjects aged on average of 38 years who had not been occupationally exposed to this hydrocarbon. n-Hexane was found in all environmental air samples examined (n = 49), with the mean concentration being 104 ng/l (limit values, 1-279 ng/l). It was also found in all 49 samples of alveolar air, with the mean concentration being 50 ng/l (variation limit, 1-304 ng/l). In 64 samples of urine, n-hexane was found in only 50 samples, with the mean concentration being 1,417 ng/l (limit values, 34-8,820 ng/l). In 77 of the 90 blood samples taken, a mean concentration of 608 ng/l was detected (variation limit, 15-7,684 ng/l). Particularly the haematic and urinary concentration showed significant differences among the nine groups of individuals classified according to their work activity. The lowest levels were found in the blood and urine of farmers: 270 and 298 ng/l, respectively. The highest values were found for chemical workers (1,377 and 411 ng/l), respectively printers (585 and 2,691 ng/l respectively), and traffic wardens (740 and 8,820 ng/l, respectively). In all, 95% of the determinations of n-hexane yielded values of less than 255 ng/l in environmental samples, less than 105 ng/l in alveolar air, less than 1,475 ng/l in blood and less than 5,875 ng/l in urine. A comparison of these data revealed a significant correlation between environmental levels and alveolar (r/s = 0.769; P less than 0.00001), haematic (r/s = 0.624; P less than 0.0002), and urinary (r/s = 0.597; P less than 0.0005) values for n-hexane.